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If you took a nine-hour flight from London to Bangalore, India, then, bleary eyed, endured a noisy, 
bumpy and heart-stopping two hour car ride, you’d find yourself at the StoryBank project field-site at 
the Budikote. The project is now coming to its end after eighteen intensely interesting and challenging 
months. Budikote is a rural village of around 2,000 people. Power-supply is intermittent and fixed 
internet connections unreliable. Recently, though, a mobile phone company installed a base-station 
nearby and within a very short space of time the number of families owning a mobile phone went from 
zero to around 50 per cent. 
 
 
Text free 
 
The project has looked at the value of using mobiles and a touch-screen display to allow villagers to 
take part in the user generated content revolution. The villagers have low-textual literacy and little 
exposure to high technology, so there have been difficult computer-science challenges like designing 
phone and large-screen interfaces that are text free. The extreme project environment has also seen 
us confront a number of social and ethical issues. Not least, was the nagging worry at the start as to 
whether a high technology intervention was the best use of resources, given the more pressing needs 
in the village, such as the lack of running water and the need for low-tech education resources like 
books.  
 
However, over the course of the work we came to see that there is a great opportunity to use mobiles 
to transform already successful community broadcasting and self-help groups. Simpler tools – such as 
cable-radio and a tape lending library – are now used to pass valuable information on topics ranging 
from infant health to microfinance. The mobile, being pervasive, might explode access to life 
transforming content. As well as thinking through the ethics of the application, we needed to tackle 
design method issues. At every stage, villagers and other stakeholders – such as the village 
community broadcasters – were involved in decisions. The people we work with are not ‘users’ but co-
creators.  
 
It is easy to sign-up to this inclusive philosophy in principle; in practice, it can sometimes be difficult to 
let go. For example, we carefully thought about the way we wanted the system evaluations to run, with 
individuals making content unaided on the mobile phones. 
 
 
Verbal consent 
 
However, the village helpers decided groups in the community should collectively generate topics and 
stories. We also wanted to bring our ethics model to the study, with participants giving signed consent 
to take part. We were persuaded, though, to develop a verbal consent process because of poor 
literacy levels and a suspicion about formality. As one of the villagers said, ‘if you want them to sign 
something they will think that there is something to mistrust!’ The Dalit, or what used to be called 
‘untouchable’, group are not fully integrated into village life and posed particular ethical questions. 
Would they be allowed by other villagers to create and share their stories? Would this be a useful way 
to break down the divides in the village or would this be a dangerous intervention on an ancient social 
order? We don’t have all the answers yet, but one is that the best people to decide how the 
technology might shape social interactions are the villagers themselves. 
 
There isn’t space to discuss the many other issues we’ve encountered but it is important to see that 
working through ethical questions is not a burdensome duty. Rather, it is an integral part of carrying 
out responsible research and a way of engaging with real world contexts. Doing so gives us a better 
chance of changing the world and ourselves, for the better. 
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